This is a short essay about the security and intelligence work of Sir Francis Walsingham and the men who worked for him in the 1580s. Thomas Phelippes was Walsingham's right-hand, his chief cryptographer and agent-runner. Francis Mylles was Walsingham's private secretary, and he, like Phelippes, was engaged in handling agents. Four others, whose origins are obscure but who would have called themselves gentle men, were Thomas Barnes, Nicholas Berden, Maliverey Catilyn, and Robert Poley. A fourth was Gilbert Gifford, the son of a recu sant family from Staffordshire who, after an education at Douay, Rome and Rheims, returned to England in 1585 to work for Walsingham and Phelippes against Mary, Queen of Scots. Catilyn worked for the most part in England, especially in prisons like the Marshalsea; Berden, Barnes, and Gifford spent some time in France. These men can tell us a great deal about the mechanics and motives of espionage in the reign of Elizabeth I, about why and how spies spied. This may already seem a very familiar story. There are a number of books showing how Sir Francis and his men 'saved England', a sort of 'Boys' Own' adventure with a dash of the narrative of John Foxe.
ambitions to be exhaustive. It considers a familiar topic, but I hope from an unfamiliar angle; if it suggests fresh lines of enquiry then it will have succeeded. * * * Nicholas Berden wrote, probably in early July 1586 and probably to Thomas Phelippes: 'This only I Crave that thoughe I professe my self a Spye (which is a profession odious thoughe necessarie) that I prosecute the same nott for gayne, butt for the Saffetie of my Naty [ve] Countrie.' Berden was not afraid to use the word spy. Many Elizabethans would have come across it in copies of the Geneva Bible. When, in the Book of Numbers (13:1-2), God instructs Moses to send the leaders of the tribes of Israel to search the land of Canaan, these men were 'The spies '. 4 In A Worlde of Wordes (1598) John Florio wrote of 'a spy, an espial, a scout, a prier, an eavesdropper', and of the spy's business 'to espy, to peer, to pry, to watch or scout with diligence, to ask or enquire for'.
5
A spy could be an 'intelligencer', though perhaps an intelligencer was not always a spy. Information and news might not be secret. But often it was, which was why Lord Burghley had safe in his custody after 1590 'The booke of secret intelligences'.
6 Thomas Phelippes wrote of 'The imployment of Gilbert Gifford for to make intelligence'.
7 Sometimes intelligence sat on a more uncertain boundary between open and covert information, and here the work and career of Richard Verstegan is especially interesting. Almost every paper in government crossed the Secretary's desk. He and his tiny staff of men prepared papers for meetings of Elizabeth's Privy Council, and he chaired the Council's meetings. He handled the Queen's correspondence and generally knew of news from abroad before Elizabeth did. He met her in regular audience. He was on call to the Queen day and night, and the burden of the job (as both Lord Burghley and Sir Francis Walsingham so often reminded their colleagues) was enormous.
It was the Secretary's task to provide Elizabeth and her Council with information and to supervise the day-to-day governing of the state and its security. He read all diplomatic reports and dealt with the correspondence of ambassadors and diplomats, both English and foreign,
